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India is predominantly a spiritual country with its own distinctive culture. It has given birth to hundreds of sages, saints, and philosophers who have worked to restore and renew her rich spiritual heritage periodically. This has ensured the continuity of spiritual tradition from Vedic times a tradition that is vibrant even today despite external onslaughts and internal upheavals. Patanjali and Sri Aurobindo represent two ends of this unbroken and unceasing spiritual tradition.

Considered an incarnation of the mythical serpent king Ananta, who supports the earth, Patanjali is believed to have lived two thousand years ago. He was born to put the house of yoga in order and to systematize it for ease of comprehension and access. Hence if Shiva is the first yogi, Patanjali is next to him among yogis of the highest order. The system propounded by him is known as ashtanga yoga, the eight-limbed yoga comprising of yama, niyama, asana, pranayama, prayahara, dharma, dhyana, and Samadhi. 
Sri Aurobindo belongs to modern times. He was a poet, philosopher, freedom fighter, nationalist and above all a rishi and yogi in the Vedic tradition. Born on 15 August 1872 he had fourteen years of vigorous English education at St. Paul’s school in London and Kings College, Cambridge. His life after return to India in 1892 underwent several twists and turns. After working in various administrative and professional posts in Baroda and Calcutta, including that of a teacher at Maharaja’s College he plunged into revolutionary nationalist politics, advocating extremist methods to free India from British rule. In 1908 while in the Alipore bomb case he had several mystical experiences which drastically transformed him into a yogi. Several years earlier he had started practicing yoga under the instruction of Vishnu Bhaskar Lele but it was only in Alipore that he realized his true destiny and finally abandoned hid political and revolutionary literary activity. In 1910 soon after his acquittal, he secretly sailed for Pondicherry, his final home for practicing intense yogic sadhana. It was there that he became a silent but spiritually dynamic personality, fully focused on his new path which resulted in a new vision, a new philosophy, a new religious outlook, and a new experience. This transformation led him to proclaim that the advent of the Supramental on earth was inevitable. Bringing the supramental consciousness and power down to earth was Sri Aurobindo’s central work. He explained this process as well as his yogic experiences in his writings, which run into several thousand pages. These include The Life Divine, The Synthesis of Yoga, Essays on the Gita, The Ideal of Human Unity, The Human cycle, and The Record of Yoga. 
Integral Yoga and the Physical Being 

Although both Patanjali and Sri Aurobindo expound on yoga, they seem to differ on several counts. If Patanjali’s is ashtanga yoga, Sri Aurobindo’s system could be termed panchanga yoga, the five-limbed yoga, which includes the physical, the vital, the mental, the psychic, and the spiritual aspects of the human being. Sri Aurobindo called it purna yoga or integral yoga. To understand his philosophy properly one needs to view the human being in its five-fold nature and see how each aspects leads to the other, characterized by greater perfection and finally to the Supreme. For one to be whole one must walk these five principal steps relating to the five spheres of life. Usually these aspects of beings are also phased of one’s spiritual life, succeeding each other in chronological order and marking the growth and perfection of the individual. Each of these aspects has its own laws of growth, perfection and fulfillment. Sri Aurobindo says: 
When we reach this degree of perfection which is our goal, we shall perceive that the truth we seek is made up of four major aspects: Love, Knowledge, Power and Beauty. These four attributes of the Truth will express themselves spontaneously in our being. The psychic will be the vehicle of true and pure love the mind will be the vehicle of infallible knowledge, the vital will manifest an invincible power and strength and the body will be the expression of a perfect beauty and a perfect harmony. 1
The physical is as important as the mental. Sri Aurobindo’s yoga begins with the physical, whereas Patanjali’s begins with character-building for which he prescribes the five yamas, major moral precepts, and five niyamas, spiritual disciplines. For Sri Aurobindo all creation begins with matter, and life is a latter development. Therefore, he gives precedence to the physical. He says: ‘Perfection is the true aim of all culture If our seeking is for a total perfection of the being, the physical part of it cannot be left aside; for the body is the material basis, the body is the instrument which we have to use. Shariram khalu dharmasadhanam, says the old Sanskrit adage, the body is the means of fulfillment of dharma, and dharma means every ideal which we can propose to ourselves and the law of its working out.2  

Some schools of philosophy, sects, and spiritual seekers with extreme ideologies treat the body with contempt, as something gross, inert, and unconscious---a virtually insuperable impediment to spiritual realization. But both Patanjali and Sri Aurobindo do not endorse this view. For them the body is endowed with vitality and acts as an agent of transformation. Neglecting the body or inflicting injuries upon it is antithetical to spirituality and amounts to a serious violation of natural laws. Instead, the body needs to perfected, to be made a fit vehicle for spiritual transformation. For Sri Aurobindo the descent of divine consciousness into the body is vital. Ultimately, it is the only medium for holding and expressing divine consciousness. So it should be trained and transformed. To facilitate this process Patanjali prescribes pranayama, which purifies the body by eliminating toxic substances. Though Patanjali does not prescribe elaborate asanas in his Yoga Sutra, such later yoga texts as Hathayoga Pradipika, Shiva Samhita, and Gheranda Samhita fulfill this purpose. Sri Aurobindo does acknowledge that the limitations of the body are great and real, but in his opinion these are not due to its essentially unredeemable nature. When we set perfection as the goal of life, the body cannot be ignored and has to be made an integral part of the process of transformation:

A total perfection is the ultimate end which we set before us, for our ideal is the Diviner Life which we wish to create here, the life of the Spirit fulfilled on earth, life accomplishing its own spiritual transformation even here on earth in the conditions of the material universe. That cannot be unless the body too undergoes a transformation….The body itself must reach a perfection in all that it is and does which now we can hardly conceive. It may even in the end be suffused with a light and beauty and bliss from the beyond and the life divine assume a body divine (8-ii)

In Sri Aurobindo’s philosophy the body is taken to be the starting point of sadhana; diligent effort ought to be made to train it appropriately and make it a fit instrument for a perfect life. The body should be kept healthy by cultivating good habits of food, sleep, hygiene, and physical exercise. The objective is not only to develop physical stamina but also to command life energy at any required time by regulating the various functions of the body. Sri Aurobindo emphasizes the need not only for strength but also for grace, beauty, and harmony. Beauty is the very spirit of the physical world. The ancient Greeks upheld this idea. A mastery of bodily reflexes-----wonderful and quick----is desirable. Self-mastery and discipline, courage and confidence, impartiality and fairness in dealing with others are all products of proper physical training. This physical culture has positive impact on the vital and mental being too. 

Sri Aurobindo says: ‘We are bound by a poor and limited physical nature; we are bound consequently by a poor and limited life-power. 3The hatha yoga practice of asanas has two profound ideas: control by physical immobility and power through immobility. Sri Aurobindo observes: “The power of physical immobility is as important in Hathayoga as the power of mental immobility in the Yoga of knowledge’. (509) Hatha yoga aims at bringing about a greater poise in bearing and action and the channeling of life energy from disorder to self-mastery. So the first object of the immobility of asanas is to rid the body of its restlessness and force it to channel the life-energy prana, instead of dissipating and squandering it. The body thus purified of its disorders and irregularities by the combined practice of asana and pranayama becomes a perfected instrument. The hatha-yogin acquires great physical power and good health and is able to maintain vigor, health, and youth unimpaired even at an advanced age. Sri Aurobindo endorses hatha yoga as he considers the body a vital element in human evolution.
The Psychic Being 






Chapter 2
The next important element in Sri Aurobindo’s integral yoga is the vital. It is the life-energy made up of will, action, desire, sensation, feeling, passion, and such related instincts as anger, fear, greed, and lust. The vital being is thus a vast kingdom, full of forces acting and reaching upon one another. The organization and training of these complex forces is of the utmost importance in building up one’s character. Sri Aurobindo says that true knowledge comes from within, and conditions must be made suitable for it to manifest. For this, a strong, straight-forward and harmonious character has to be built by awakening the will overcoming its weaknesses, and eliminating its defects: ‘The only way for him to train himself morally is to habituate himself to the right emotions, the noblest associations, the best mental, emotional and physical habits and the following out in right action of the fundamental impulses of his essential nature’.4
Patanjali prescribes yama and niyama, which help build character, as the first steps in controlling one’s vital being. According to him yama and niyama together create an ethical discipline in the sadhaka without which moving to higher planes is unthinkable and undesirable. In Sri Aurobindo’s integral yoga control of the vital being is the second step. Unlike Patanjali he does not give any prescriptive principles on the lines of yama and niyama, but he does stress upon the purification of the vital being. 
In Sri Aurobindo’s philosophy apart from the building up of character, the aesthetic element is also stressed. The senses should be properly trained to attain precision and power. The student, he writes, ‘should be shown, led to appreciate, taught to love beautiful, lofty, healthy and noble things, whether in Nature or in human creation. This should be a true aesthetic culture, which will protect him from degrading influences’.5 The Divine encompasses purity as well as beauty and it is by the cultivation of both the ethical and the aesthetic that the heart’s needs can be really fulfilled. The highest aim of art is to find the Divine through beauty. But this discovery has its laws, says Sri Aurobindo, and the first endeavor should be ‘to see and depict man and Nature and life for their own sake, in their own characteristic truth and beauty; for behind these first characters lies always the beauty of the Divine in life and man and nature and it is through their just transformation that what was at first veiled by them has to be revealed’.6 In this way the aesthetic being will rise to its divine possibilities. 

The Mental Phase 

The third phase in Sri Aurobindo’s integral yoga is the mental. The mind, which is an obstacle to transformation, can itself be transformed in the complimentary process of divine descent. Ascension is hampered by a lid and a veil which prevents human not only from attaining the Divine but even from knowing it. Therefore, if the mental being seeks to know the Divine, to realize it to become it, it has first to lift this lid. For this, Sri Aurobindo prescribes surrender to the Divine that is within us and also around us---a surrender not only mental or psychological, but a total giving of the whole of our being. While speaking of the four aids to achieve perfection in yoga---shastra, knowledge of spiritual truths, utsaha, patient and persistent action; guru, the teacher; and kala, time---he introduces surrender as the surest way to fine the Master who dwells within us. It is through surrender that the ego is easily obliterated. 

In Patanjali’s ashtanga yoga, dharana, fixing the mind on one object, can be successfully practiced only after pratyahara, restraint of the senses, and has been reasonably mastered. Our mental images are largely blurred and confused, rising as they do from a state of impurity. Dharana is successful only after yama and niyama eliminate the disturbances caused by uncontrolled emotions and desires, asana and pranayama control the disturbances arising from the physical body, and pratyahara cuts off the external world and the impressions which it produces on the mind by detaching the sense organs from the mind. 
Modern psychologists aver that the mind cannot be made to remain fixed on any one object for a significant length of time. It keeps moving back and forth even when concentration of the highest degree is achieved. But according to yoga, thorough concentration begins with controlled movements of the mind. It can reach a state in which all movement or change stops. In this ultimate stage the mind becomes one with the essential nature of the object concentrated upon and can thus move no further. Then the consciousness confined within the prison house of the intellect is released and is able to function at deeper levels through subtler vehicles.
In his book The Synthesis of Yoga, Sri Aurobindo, like Patanjali observers that effective concentration ensures purification of the mind. He calls these two the ‘feminine and masculine passive and active [aspects] of the same status of being’.7 Further: Purity is the condition in which concentration becomes entire, rightly effective, omnipotent, (ibid.) Without purity the, harmonious, and flexible concentration of ones being in right thought, right felling, and right willing, or a secure status of spiritual experience is not possible. Therefore the two must proceed together.
Like Patanjali, Sri Aurobindo dismisses the idea of using the term ‘concentration’ in a limited sense. According to him concentration has three powers: one it helps us know not things but a single thing in its entirety; two, through concentration the whole will can be engaged for the acquisition of that which is still ungrasped, still beyond us; three concentration can help us become whatever we choose. It also implies, in its higher reaches, renunciation, cessation, and lastly an ascent into the absolute and transcendent state of Samadhi.

For Aurobindo concentration is only a means, a key to superconscient planes of existence. He upholds inward concentration in contrast to concentration on external objects. It is this inward concentration that the seeker of knowledge must effect. And it is neither a strenuous one-pointedness on the one subject nor a laborious contemplation of one object of thought-vision. Instead it involves stilling the mind and unveiling its secret peace. When this is done, a great calm settles on one’s being and there follows the experience of the all pervading Brahman. Once this state is obtained, strenuous concentration is no longer necessary. For integral yoga this is the most direct and powerful discipline.

Psychic and Spiritual Transformation 

The fourth phase of integral yoga is psychic transformation. Every human being has a greater consciousness beyond the physical frame through which one can participate in a higher and broader life. This consciousness is greater and more powerful than the human mind. What the human mind does not know and cannot do, this consciousness knows and does. The mother says: ‘With psychic education we come to the problem of the motive of life, the reason for our existence upon earth, the very discovery to which life must lead and the result of that discovery: the consecration of the individual to his eternal principle’8.
The psychic being is a conscious form of the Divine manifesting in the evolutionary process. Sri Aurobindo writes: 
The true central being is the soul, but this being stands back and in most human natures is only the secret witness or, one might say, a constitutional ruler who allows his ministers to rule for him, delegates to them his aspire, silently assents to their decisions and only now and then pours a word which they can at any moment override and act otherwise--. It is by the coming forward of this true monarch and his taking up of the reins of government that there can take place a real harmonization of our being and our life’. 9

The discovery of the soul, the real person within, is truly the first great goal of human life. The discovery is a matter of personal effort and aspiration. A great resolution, a strong will, and an untiring perseverance are indispensable to reach this goal. Each one must chalk out his or her own path through difficulties. Many of those who have reached the goal have described it more or less clearly. But the supreme value of the discovery lies in its spontaneity, its ingeniousness, and that escapes all ordinary mental laws’10. The Mother explains:

The starting point is to seek in yourself that which is independent of the body and the circumstances of life, which is not born of the mental formation that you have been given, the language you speak, the habits and customs of the environment in which you live, the country where you belong or the age to which you belong. You must find, in the depths of your being, that which carries in it a sense of universality, limitless expansion, unbroken continuity. Then you decentralize, extend, and widen yourself, you begin to live in all things and in all beings; the barriers separating individuals from each other break down. You think in their thoughts, vibrate in their sensations, feel in their feelings, live in the life of all, everything is animated by a marvelous consciousness without time or limit. And this is only one aspect of the psychic realization (32-3).
The path is difficult, strewn with obstacles and problems. ‘It is’, the Mother says, ‘like the explorer’s trek through virgin forest in quest of an unknown land, of some great discovery’ (33). The psychic realization, however, is different from the spiritual:

For one is a higher realization upon earth, for the other, an escape from all earthly manifestation, even from the whole universe, a return to the unmanifest.

So one can say that the psychic life is immortal life, endless time, limitless space, even-progressive change, unbroken continuity in the universe of forms. The spiritual consciousness, on the other hand, means to live the infinite and the eternal, to be projected beyond all creation, beyond time and space. To become conscious of your psychic being and to live a psychic life you must abolish all egoism; but to live a spiritual life you must no longer have an ego (35-6)
Descent of the Supramental






Chapter 3 
The merger into the Absolute, the formless, is supreme liberation, which has been presented in many spiritual systems as the highest goal of human endeavor. Patanjali elaborates on this in the ‘Samadhi Pada’ and ‘Kaivalya Pada’ of the Yoga Sutra. Sri Aurobindo’s integral yoga differs here. He raises the significant question: Does this give a satisfaction meaning to our terrestrial existence? In Patanjali’s yoga there are only two movement: involution and evolution, and the descent of the Supramental. Involution is a downward movement. Sri Aurobindo accepts the primacy of the supreme, all pervading Reality, which the Isha Upanishad this exhorts us to view: ‘Isha vasyam-idam sarvam yat kincha jagatyam jagat; all this – whatsoever moves on the earth-should be covered by the Lord’. Consciousness pervades not only the manifest cosmos but also the unmanifest; it is transcendent yet realizable. This basic reality if immanence and transcendence Sri Aurobindo accepts in toto. And it is on this basic premise that this integral yoga rests. 
The first movement in integral yoga is involution: the process of Creation in which the supreme Reality descends in stages, finally plunging into the most inconsistent, deep and dense matter. After involution begins an upward spiral-this is the spiritual evolution, the ascent. In Aurobindo’s philosophy the human being is not the end being of creation or the crown of evolutionary process. It holds that humans are intermediate creatures, though they do mark the essence of evolution of consciousness. Humans have the capacity to reach upwards into the Supramental, which is ready to cooperate in the process of evolution. Then comes the third movement, as this is a very important component of Sri Aurobindo’s philosophy. It is the return of the supramental consciousness, along with its light and power, to the terrestrial plane, with the purpose of divinizing the whole of humanity. Sri Aurobindo does not accept the idea of enjoying the bliss of supremental power leaving the rest of the world as wretched as it was before. These three movements together constitute integral yoga. The sadhaka’s goal is not to seek salvation for oneself, or for a community, or a race, a total transformation of terrestrial life is the goal. This very world is to be transformed into the Supramental.
Sri Aurobindo’s yoga is unique in its integration of four major strands: bhakti, karma, jnana and raja yoga. It is ‘integral’ because it does not aim at liberation alone or at perfection derived from a singular practice; instead it aims at a transformation of the whole human being. And it takes up all of nature for this transformation. Divine fulfillment of life is its goal. Ascent in this yoga is a means to descent. 

Patanjali’s yoga is rooted in the Vedic tradition. The existence of the Supramental was a Vedic discovery. Patanjali devised a method for attaining the Supramental. Later schools who worked on the process of bringing the Supramental back to the terrestrial plane. The Bhagwadgita did it by embracing the truths of Upanshadic-knowledge and prescribing a synthesis of the paths of love, knowledge and works. The Tantras took up the idea of perfectibility of the human being and synthesized the methods of hatha and raja yoga. According to Sri Aurobindo, the special methods of raja yoga and hatha yoga may be useful in certain stages of spiritual progress, but are not indispensable to integral yoga. This yoga rejects the exclusiveness of the old systems while reaffirming the reality matter; it repudiates the denial of the ascetic while affirming the reality of the Spirit; it reconciles matter, life, life, mind and Supermind. It is the philosophy of integral monism as distinct from pure monism or qualified monism. It avoids every right determinism; it is idealism that realistic and a realism that is idealistic. 
Beyond Philosophy and Religion 
According to Sri Aurobindo the age of philosophy and religion is over. We are now in the age of realization. This age insists on the deepest, widest, and highest realizations that can be attained by the methods of yoga. Philosophy aims at discovering the highest reality through critical rational thought, while religion explores the same by way of belief and rituals. Both these are found inadequate in meeting contemporary human needs. Sri Aurobindo maintains that that we need is a comprehensive, all-inclusive, scientific method that can bring about a radical change in human consciousness. And yoga fulfills this need as it is a ‘methodized effort towards self-perfection by expression of the potentialities latent in the being and a union of the human individual with the universal and transcendent Existence we see partially expressed in man and in the Cosmos’ 11.

Integral yoga is an integral realization of the Divine: ‘Not only the freedom born of unbroken contact of the individual being in all its parts with the Divine, sayujyamukti,   not only the salokyamukti by which the whole conscious existence dwells in the same status of being as the Divine, but also the acquisition of the divine nature by the transformation of this lower being into the human image of the divine, sadharmyamukti, and the complete and final release of all’ (42-3). Transformation is the key word in integral yoga, as much as in Patanjali’s yoga. And it carries a deep connotation. Sri Aurobindo explains: 
By transformation I do not mean some change of nature –I do not mean, for instance, sainthood or ethical perfection or yogic siddhis (like the Tantrik’s) or a transcendental (cinmaya) body. I use transformation in a special sense, a change of consciousness radical and complete and of a certain specific kind which is so conceived as to bring about a strong and assured step forward in the spiritual evolution of the being of a greater and higher kind and of a large sweep and completeness than what took place in a mentalized being first appeared in a vital and material animal world. A partial realization, something mixed and inconclusive, does not meet the demand I make on life and yoga. 12 

Sri Aurobindo does not regard the spirit in man as ‘solely an individual being travelling to a transcendental unity with the Divine, but as a universal being capable of oneness with the Divine in all is souls and all Nature’. 13

Integral yoga involves three major transformations: one human soul seeks liberation and enjoys union with the Divine; two, it freely shares in the cosmic unity of the Divine; three, it effectuates the divine purpose by being an instrument of the divine Will in its movements through humanity. The complete process of transformation is described by Sri Aurobindo as being threefold – psychic, spiritual and supramental. The individual yoga than transcends its separateness and become part of the collective yoga of the Divine, in nature and in humanity. The liberalized individual thus becomes a self-perfecting instrument for the perfect flowering of the Divine.
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